90	CRISIS  IN  CHINA	vi
That was the most strenuous Christmas Day I ever
spent; even an English Christmas, with mixed hockey
in the afternoon and indoor games at night, could
not compete with it. It should have been easy going,
as we were on the plain again. But the loess levels
changed continually, so that there were innumerable
climbs and descents along cuttings in the yellow soil.
The dust rose around us in clouds, till we were all as
yellow as our donkeys. I walked most of the way, as
I had an unconquerable objection to riding an animal
a third of my own size. This curious habit gave endless
amusement to the donkeymen.
But it was beautiful country in that soft sunlight,
with pagodas and temple-roofs breaking the brown
line of the fields. Most of the way we followed the
river: we had a certain affection for it, in its more
placid plainland moods. The whole landscape was
very Italian, as many parts of North China are. And
the colouring of the bare hills was exquisite*
Coming into one little village, we heard the sound
of bugles and met a company of soldiers marching
out. They were on their way to Hsi Men K'ou, so it
looked as though our crossing had been very timely.
They were Feng Ching-tsai's men, Miao said; but
we did not dare stop to question them. We would
find out what was happening at Hanchang.
That night there was a full moon, which saved us.
It was nearly nine o'clock before we came over the
brow of a hill and looked down upon the sleeping
city. As we came near the shadows of the gate, we
were challenged sharply* It was an hour when no
good men are abroad. Ajid we were almost too weary-
to answer.
We found an inn, no better and no worse than

